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The Apostle’s Creed, Its History and Meaning

by Dr. Kerry Irish
The Apostle’s Creed is one of the great declarations of the Christian faith. Its
original expression dates to the second century A.D. Church tradition holds
that each of the twelve Apostles contributed one of the dozen major themes to
the creed, thus the title. In the late 4th century, the creed was referred to in
various church documents. In its modern form it dates to the eighth century.1
Because of its brief yet powerful message, the creed was and is an important
tool for the teaching of basic Christian doctrine. In the centuries when writing
was rare and expensive, the creed could be memorized. Today, when the
problem with the written word is not too little, but too much, too much that is
either a waste of time, vulgar, or blasphemous, the power of a memorized creed
lay in its reminder of the majesty of God, who he is, and our relationship to
Him. Some Christians object to creeds claiming the Bible is all they need. The
mistake in this thinking is the idea that a Biblical creed is something outside
the Bible when in fact it is a memorable and valuable expression of Biblical
truths that help us explain what we believe.2 Indeed, the Apostle Peter tells us
to be prepared to give an account of our faith.3 One way to prepare is to
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Michael Bird, What Christians Ought to Believe (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2016), 25.
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3
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memorize the Apostle’s Creed as many Christians did in the early centuries of
the Christian faith.4 Knowing the Apostle’s Creed helps us explain the
Christian faith; and saying the Apostle’s Creed is an act of worship that
strengthens the believer for the trials of the day. Finally, one may consider the
wisdom of the American Founding Fathers, who, in declaring their
independence from Great Britain, followed this Biblical principle of explaining
their ideas in a creed when Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of
Independence:
When in the course of human events it become necessary for one people
to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another
and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal
station to which the laws of Nature and Nature’s God entitle them, a
decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should
declare the causes which impel them to separation.
Thus, Americans declare their ideals in the Declaration, and Christians
similarly declare their Christian faith when reciting the Apostle’s Creed.
What, then, does the Apostle’s Creed teach? What should Christians believe?
A common English translation of the Apostle’s Creed states:5

5

This English form of the Apostle’s Creed may be found on the website of the Billy Graham Evangelistic
Association.

I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of Heaven
and earth, and in Jesus Christ His only Son our Lord,
Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, Born of the Virgin
Mary, Suffered under Pontius Pilate, Was crucified, dead,
and buried. He descended into hell; the third day He rose
again from the dead; He ascended into heaven, And
Sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty;
From thence He shall come to judge the quick and the
dead. I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Holy catholic
Church, the Communion of the Saints; The Forgiveness of
sins; The Resurrection of the body, And the Life
everlasting. Amen.
Given the historical and theological significance of the Apostle’s Creed,
Christians should endeavor to thoroughly understand its meaning. I will
explain it point by point.

I believe...
What does the word believe mean? It does not mean that one knows
something as in two plus two equals four. And it does not mean mere assent to
a set of ideas. The Apostle Paul described belief or faith, in part, as hope, “We

have fixed our hope on the living God.”6 So there is an element of hope in
Christian faith. In addition, believing in the Christian triune God leads to
obedience, a willingness to follow the path of life, the principles of faith, that
the Bible sets out. Theologian Michael Bird has written,
Faith is primarily a way of trust and fidelity, a willingness to receive from
God what He freely offers, and thereafter a disposition to act in a certain
way when confronted with certain things [such as choices between right
and wrong]. Faith is ultimately our trusting response to what God has
done for us and promised us in the gospel, which in turn pervades every
aspect of our lives. Faith is not an abstract virtue but is directed toward
a person, Jesus Christ. Faith is our cleaving and clinging to Christ. Faith
is the act where we say to Christ, “Save me for I am yours.”7
The person who believes that assenting to the idea that Christ is Lord, then
behaves as if they had never known Christ, is a victim of poor theology and is
following an ancient heresy knows antinomianism. Paul rejected such theology
in Romans chapter six: “What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so
that grace may increase? May it never be! How shall we who died to sin still live
in it?8 In the book of James we read “Even so faith, if it has no works (acts of
faith, obedience) is dead, being by itself.” And the apostle John wrote, “For this
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1Timothy 4:10
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is the love of God, that we keep his commandments; and his commandments
are not burdensome [we want to do them, to obey].”9

…in God the Father Almighty, maker of Heaven and earth.
The Father is the head of the Christian trinity – the three-part God.
There is no single scripture that defines the trinity.10 However, there are so
many verses that imply the trinity that to deny its existence creates greater
theological problems than affirming its reality. For our purposes, Jesus said, “I
and the Father are One.”11 God the Father revealed to Peter, “You are the
Christ, the Son of the living God.”12 And Luke 1:35 connects all three members
of the trinity in the birth of Jesus Christ, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you,
and the power of the Most High will overshadow; and for that reason the holy
Child shall be called the Son of God.”13
In addition to his triune nature, God has always existed, he is both
omnipotent and omniscient. This means his power and knowledge are without
limit. He has made both heaven and earth. There was a time when they did not
exist, when time itself did not exist. God called them into existence.14 He is not
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part of his creation, he is not in the trees or the rocks or the sea as those who
worship those created things (pantheists) believe. Thus, to worship them, or
anything he has created, is a sin. Indeed, to so worship is a violation of the very
first commandment: “You shall have no other gods before Me.”15 Since God had
created all things, all things are subject to his authority.16 He determines what
is right, what is wrong, what is good and what is evil. At the end of days, He
has promised to uphold the righteous and destroy the wicked. Ironically, many
modern people reject Christianity because it allows for evil in the world, “a good
god would not allow such evil to exist,” they claim. Tragically, these people
miss the point that God is patient, unwilling that anyone should experience
permanent death. They lack God’s perspective that physical death in this world
is not as horrible as spiritual death in the world to come. Jesus himself said,
“Do not fear those who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather
fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.”17 In the Twentieth
century, theologian Karl Barth, following the New Testament, especially the
book of Romans, has magnificently declared and explained the separateness of
God from his creation, and the utter dependence of mankind on His grace for
salvation. So, if you are angry that the world we live in is so imperfect, so
unjust, and is overrun with evil, God agrees with you; and He has promised to
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bring an end to this world and inaugurate a world that is ruled by Jesus
Christ. And in Christ’s Kingdom righteousness dwells.

18

And in Jesus Christ His only Son, our Lord.
Both the New Testament and the Apostle’s Creed teach that Jesus Christ
is the only Son of God, and the only Lord of men and women.19 His is the only
name by which human beings may receive forgiveness of sins and restoration
to the intended close relationship with God.20 Though the Bible describes Jesus
as God’s son, He too has always existed. The triune God has always existed in
three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The most obvious sense in which
Jesus is the Son of the Father is in the fact that he set aside some aspect of his
divine nature when he came to earth for the purpose of restoring human beings
to their intended relationship with the Father.21 In this mission, Jesus defers to
his Father, and refers to himself as the Son.22 We should do no less. It may be
helpful to remember a point that C.S. Lewis made about difficult aspects of
Christianity:
Reality, [the way the world is], in fact, is usually something you could not
have guessed [imagined]. That is one of the reasons I believe Christianity.
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It is a religion you could not have guessed. If it offered us just the kind of
universe we had always expected, I should feel we were making it up.
But, in fact, it is not the sort of thing anyone would have made up. It has
just that queer [in the old-fashioned sense of the word: odd] twist about
it that real things have. So let us leave behind all these boys’
philosophies - these over-simple answers. The problem is not simple
[injustice in the world, death, pain, etc.] and the answer is not going to
be simple either.23
And the Apostle Paul admitted that many things about Jesus and the Christian
faith are difficult, confusing. He wrote that in the next life we will better
understand, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I
know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.”24

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost
The conception of Jesus Christ was miraculous, he had no human
father. The Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, caused Mary to be with
child. Jesus’ humanity, then, came from his mother’s side of the family; His
divinity, in His human existence, came from the Holy Spirit.25 In this way, The
Bible tells us he was not half human and half divine, but was fully human and
fully divine. The early church wrestled with this mystery for centuries. Finally,
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at the council of Nicea in 325 A.D., the leaders of the church, having
considered all the scriptures, traditions, and logical arguments, decided, as the
Nicene Creed poetically asserts:
We believe in one God the Father Almighty, maker of all things, visible
and invisible, and in one Lord Jesus Christ the word of God, God from
God, light from light, life from life, the only-begotten Son, first-born of all
creatures, begotten of the Father before all ages, by whom also all things
were made; who for our salvation was made flesh and dwelt among men;
and who suffered and rose again on the third day, and ascended to the
Father and shall come again in glory to judge the living and the dead.26
So, the Scriptures and church tradition assert the divinity of Jesus Christ.

Born of the Virgin Mary.
Just as the early church argued over the divinity of Christ, some believed that
he was not truly a man. But John 1:14, “And the Word [Jesus] became flesh,
and dwelt among us,” is clear, as are the numerous scriptures that refer to his
human qualities such as fatigue, anger, sorrow, pity, love, exasperation and,
ultimately, death.27

26

Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christianity, Volume I: to A.D. 1500 (New York: Harper &Row,
Publishers, 1975), 155.
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John 4:6; John 19:28; Matthew 4:11; Luke 23:26, and Matthew 26:38, among many others.

The obvious question concerns Mary’s virginity. How do we know she
was a virgin? There is no scientific iron-clad answer to this question. But
consider this. Joseph, Mary’s husband, when he learned she was pregnant,
decided that she must have broken her engagement vows. He determined to
quietly put her aside, to refuse to marry her. Most Jewish men would have
done the same thing. But an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph and
explained to him that Mary was special, she had not lied, and she had not been
unfaithful. From that point on, Joseph did as the Lord commanded him.28 This
is powerful testimony. Consider too, that Mary was at the crucifixion of her
son. If the virgin birth was a hoax, a lie, would she not have confessed this to
Pontius Pilate in the hope that such a declaration would save the life of her
son? If she so confessed to Pilate that Jesus birth was not special, that he was
deluded, perhaps even unstable, then both Jews and Romans could easily have
made Mary’s confession known to Jesus’ followers and the people, and thus
deflated Jesus’s messiah movement. This would have been much preferred to
making Him a martyr. But what did Mary do? She was silent, she did not
move, she believed, and she watched her son die on the cross.29 This, too, is a
very compelling confession of faith, and it must have been a powerful testimony
to the disciples and many other people who knew Jesus and believed in Him.
Indeed, Mary must have been a very convincing witness to these incredible
events.

28
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Matthew 1: 18-25.
John 19:25.

Suffered under Pontius Pilate
Secular history attests to the Judean administration of the Roman
Procurator Pontius Pilate from 26-36 A.D.30 Only Pilate had the authority to
put criminals to death. In Jesus’ case, however, it was Jewish leaders who
wished to get rid of a man they deemed a false messiah and blasphemer that
led to capital charges against Him. These leaders accused Jesus of inciting
rebellion against Caesar. Though Pilate was unconvinced of Jesus’ guilt, he
washed his hands of the affair and ordered Him crucified to ingratiate himself
with the Jews.31

Was crucified dead and buried
Shortly after the trial, Jesus was taken outside the city to the place of
execution. He was nailed to a cross and executed by soldiers who did this work
on a regular basis. They were not amateurs. Josephus, a non-biblical source,
testifies to the execution of a Jewish rebel named Jesus in the reign of Pilate.32
Given that the soldiers themselves would have been subject to the death
penalty had they failed, to believe that Jesus did not die – and thus the
resurrection is explained as a hoax, is to reject common sense and the written
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Latourette, A History of Christianity, 56.
Luke 23:22. John 19:4, 6.
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record for some other article of faith. So Jesus was dead. Indeed, the Roman
centurion in charge of the execution affirmed to Pilate that Jesus was dead.33
And all of Jesus’ disciples believed him to be dead. They had not understood
his references to his resurrection.34 One of them, Joseph of Arimathea, even
asked Pilate for Jesus’ body that it might be properly prepared and buried. This
was done. All four of the gospels attest to this fact.35

He descended into Hell
This is a difficult passage of the Apostle’s Creed as the concept of hell is
often misunderstood. Indeed, I am quite certain that most of those who read
this will be surprised to learn that those who die without faith in Christ do not
initially go to hell. Hell is the ultimate destination for Satan and his angels, and
human beings who finally reject Christ’s offer of salvation. In Revelation
twenty, no one, with the possible exception of the Beast and the False Prophet,
is consigned to hell until the millennial reign is completed and the great White
Throne Judgement is imminent. Before Christ ascended to heaven, the dead
went to Hades (Greek) or, in Hebrew, Sheol. Hades is divided into two parts.
Those who have died in faith go to a place of rest in Hades often referred to as
Abraham’s Bosom; those who have died without faith go to a place of torment.
In Jesus’ story of Lazarus and the rich man, Lazarus is comforted by Abraham
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Mark 15: 44-45.
Mark 16:14; Luke 24-11.
35
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while the rich man who had refused to comfort the poor Lazarus while both
men lived is in agony. Indeed, in Hades the rich man can see Lazarus and
Abraham in the distance, but his cries cannot be addressed for there is a “a
great chasm fixed” between the two places in Hades. The version of the
Apostle’s Creed I have used mistakenly uses the word hell instead of Hades.
Other versions of the creed are better translations at this point. Once the Great
White Throne Judgment has taken place, death and Hades are thrown into the
Lake of Fire which is hell. Satan and his angels are sent there, as are those
whose name “was not found written in the book of life.”36 In summary, when
Jesus was crucified no one was in hell; He did not go there. Jesus descended to
Hades and according to Peter preached to those who were being punished. This
accomplished, he led the faithful who were with Abraham to heaven.37 In
addition to making sense of these and many scriptures, this explanation makes
sense of Jesus’ words to one of the thieves executed with Him. This man had
rebuked the other crucified criminal for challenging Jesus to save all three of
them; confessed his sin, and then asked Jesus to “remember me when You
come in Your kingdom.” Jesus replied, “I say to you, today, you shall be with
me in paradise.”38 Today! This day! Where is Jesus going upon His death? To
Hades, to Abraham’s Bosom which is paradise. The thief joined Him there. How
could the thief join Jesus in heaven “this day,” if Jesus had gone to Hades? No,
the forgiven thief went with Jesus to Abraham’s Bosom in Hades. From there,
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Revelation 20:11-15.
1 Peter 3:19-22. See Bird, What Christians Ought to Believe, 145, for an explanation of this issue.
38
Luke 23:41-43.
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as Peter said, He rose again on the third day and is now “at the right hand of
God, having gone into heaven.” And Paul agrees with him. “When He Ascended
On High, He Led Captive A Host Of Captives…Now this expression, ‘He
ascended,’ what does it mean except that He also had descended into the lower
parts of the earth?”39 So, Jesus Christ, after his death, descended into Hades,
not hell. There, he released the captives, the faithful, including Abraham,
Lazarus, and the former thief on the cross to rise to heaven. Since the
ascension of Jesus Christ, Christians, upon their death, go to be with Christ in
heaven.40 Those who die without faith in Christ continue to go to Hades.

The Third Day he rose again from the dead
Jesus died about 3:00 p.m. on a Friday, he rose from the dead the
following Sunday.41 In the Jewish system of counting, any portion of a day is
regarded as a day. So, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday constitute three days.
This is important because Jesus himself predicted he would be dead three
days, “Destroy this temple [His Body] and in three days I will raise it up.”42
Moreover, it appears the prophecy of Hosea 6:1-3 was fulfilled in the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Hosea wrote, “He will raise us up on the third day
that we may live before Him.” It is probably this scripture that Paul alludes to
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Ephesians 4:8-9.
Philippians 1:23.
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Luke 23:44, Mark 14:12, Luke 24:1.
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in 1 Corinthians 15:4: “…and that He was buried, and that He was raised, on
the third day according to the Scriptures.”
Now we come to the crux of the Christian faith, “He rose again from the
dead.” If it were not for this Biblical claim, Christianity would be little different
from the rest of the world’s religions. But Christians claim to believe in, and
worship, a savior who was crucified and rose again from the dead. Paul makes
this doctrine central to Christianity, “…and if Christ has not been raised, then
our preaching is vain, your faith also is vain… you are still in your sins… Then
those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If we have hoped in
Christ in this life only, we are of all men most to be pitied.”43 Christianity is not
primarily a life-improvement religion; one should not be a Christian in the
belief it will make one a better person. Christianity is a life-changing religion.
The true Christian believer becomes a new person that will live forever because
of his or her relationship with the everlasting Son of God Jesus Christ. This
new creature will progress in faith and holiness, but that is the fruit of faith,
not the reason for it. As C.S. Lewis has said, one should become a Christian
because it is true.44 Ultimately, one cannot prove the resurrection of Christ in
the way one proves a scientific fact. On the other hand, there is substantial
evidence for it. It is not my purpose to prove the resurrection of Christ. It is my
purpose to explain the meaning and significance of the Apostle’s Creed. As for
me, I love the old hymn He Lives, for it triumphantly asserts, “I know that He is
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I Corinthians 15:14-19.
C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (Westwood, New jersey: Barbour and Company, Inc., 1952), 118-119.

living, whatever men may say.” So, Christians believe that Jesus Christ rose
again from the dead, and in doing so made it possible that we too might follow
Him to heaven and the life eternal. It is useless to claim that Jesus’
resurrection is impossible; that is precisely why Christians are impressed with
it. They know that it took a miracle from God for the resurrection to happen;
even the disciples did not think it would happen, or had happened, until
confronted with the risen Christ.45 That it has happened changed the meaning
of world history.

He ascended into Heaven
Christians tend to take the ascension of Jesus Christ for granted. They ought
not do so. The ascension introduces the everlasting work of Jesus Christ for
His church. Facile critics of the Christian faith, and perhaps some naïve
Christians, understand the risen Christ ascending into heaven as going
somewhere in the clouds. The Bible does not tell us that once Jesus
disappeared into the clouds that is where he remained. It does tell us that he
went to be with the Father. And where the Father is, existed before the earth
was created. Indeed, Heaven is not part of this universe at all.
Once Jesus departed this earth, He sent the comforter, the Holy Spirit.
Indeed, had He not left the earth, the Spirit could not come.46 As the gospel of
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Luke 24:11, Luke 24: 36-49.
John 16:7

John claims in several places, Jesus sent the Spirit to instruct, inspire, and
comfort the Church of Christ (believers).47 Finally, The Spirit of God brought
power, power that enabled the faithful to live lives rich in the triumph of faith
over sin, and the strength to be witnesses for Jesus Christ in the world.48 The
ascension then put Jesus Christ in Heaven, and the Holy Spirit in the world as
the power of the church, the Bride of Christ.

Sitteth on the right hand of God the Father almighty
Psalm 110 reveals the significance of this phrase concerning the one who
is seated at the right hand of the Father. David Wrote:
The Lord says to my Lord:
“Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your
feet.”
The Lord will stretch forth your strong scepter from Zion,
saying, Rule in the midst of your enemies.”
The Lord has sworn and will not change His mind,
“You are priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.”
The Lord is at your right hand;

47
48

John 14:16-17, 26, and John 15:26.
Luke 24:49.

He will shatter kings in the day of His wrath.
He will judge among the nations,
He will fill them with corpses,
He will shatter the chief men over a broad country.
He will drink from the brook by the wayside;
Therefore He will lift up His head.
Thus, the Lord Jesus Christ rules the universe from this place at the right
hand of God the Father.
What does the reigning of Christ from the Father’s right hand mean for
the Christian? One day, God’s will shall be executed on Earth just as it is in
Heaven. The Second Century church father Polycarp, who was Bishop of
Smyrna and was martyred for his faith, wrote:
‘Wherefore, girding up your loins,’ ‘serve the Lord in fear’ and truth, as
those who have forsaken the vain, empty talk and error of the multitude,
and ‘believed in Him who raised up our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead,
and gave Him glory,’ and a throne at His right hand. To Him all things in
heaven and on earth are subject. Him every spirit serves. He comes as
the judge of the living and the dead. His blood will God require of those
who do not believe in Him.49
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Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians, 2:1, compiled by David Robert Palmer, May 2015 edition,
http://bibletranslation.wspalmer-translation/.

In short, we are to so live our lives that every aspect of our being is under the
lordship of Jesus Christ: our work, our families, our entertainment, and our
relationships. In a world that is hostile to the Christian faith, this is difficult;
but it is no more difficult than the challenge Polycarp faced: he was burned
alive at the stake for his Christian faith in 155 A.D.

From Thence He shall come to judge the quick (living) and the dead
In late 12th century England, many of the people of the realm chafed
under the harsh rule of John, the brother of the revered King Richard. The
great King was away on crusade in the Holy Land. Many of Richard’s people
yearned for his return and the reestablishment of justice and peace. In the
same way, Christians believe that Jesus Christ will one day return to earth and
seize control from Satan whom Paul calls the “the god of this world.”50 Jesus
will then establish his kingdom, a kingdom in which truth and justice are
supreme. Jesus himself will rule. This Christ led kingdom will last one
thousand years, thus its name “the millennial kingdom.” In this millennial
reign the people of earth will experience life the way God intended, and then,
near the end of it, God permits a Satan led rebellion that culminates in The
Great White Throne Judgment. At this judgment, described in Revelation 20:
11-15, the living and the dead, along with Satan and his angels are judged.
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II Corinthians 4:4.

Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat upon it, from whose
presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was found for them.
And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne,
and books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the
book of life; and the dead were judged from the things which were written
in the books, according to their deeds. And the sea gave up the dead
which were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in
them; and they were judged, every one of them according to their deeds.
Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the
second death, the lake of fire. And if anyone’s name was not found
written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.51
The Bible instructs Christians to look forward to the return of Christ to earth
and the establishment of his Kingdom. Christians often struggle with this
instruction. They do not want to give up their hopes and dreams for this life:
love, marriage, family, and the accomplishments that lead to the respect of
their fellow man. Then too, the idea that life is a series of experiences – the
bucket list – has also infected Christians. But Scripture is clear; Christians are
to eagerly anticipate and pray for the return of Jesus Christ to earth. Even the
most important of Christian prayers, the one Jesus himself taught us, contains
the yearning for Christ’s return,
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Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom
come (why?) so that, thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.52
The proper Christian attitude and response toward the return of Christ is one
of preaching the gospel (Matthew 24:14), enduring persecution (Revelation 1:9),
inspiring (1 Thessalonians 4:18) others to faith and anticipation of Christ’s
return , remembering (I Corinthians 11:26) Jesus Christ and his promises, and
finally the cultivation of a sure and vibrant hope in Christ’s return, the
maranatha (Lord come – return to earth - quickly) of I Corinthians 16:22.53 It
may be helpful to think of our heavenly life with Christ as vastly more fulfilling
and interesting than our present life. The cartoonish concept of a heaven in
which one floats around on a cloud with nothing to do is moronic, deceitful,
and perhaps one of the great blasphemies men have contrived.

I believe in the Holy Ghost
The Holy Ghost or Holy Spirit is the third person of the trinity. Tragically, there
are and have been those who discount the deity – the divine nature - of the
Holy Spirit. But in the same way the Church established the deity of Jesus
Christ at the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D., it also affirmed the deity of the Holy
Spirit in the Council of Constantinople in 381 A.D.54 Moreover, there are
numerous Scriptures that declare the divine nature of the Holy Spirit. The
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Bible affirms that God raised Jesus from the dead.55 But the Scriptures also
state that the Holy Spirit raised Jesus from the dead.56 Finally, one cannot
blaspheme anything but God; and in Matthew 12:28-31, Jesus himself claims
that His power to cast out demons comes from the Holy Spirit, and that should
anyone blaspheme against the Holy Spirit, that sin shall not be forgiven. Not
only is the Holy Spirit the third person of the triune God, to deny this is an
unforgivable sin.
It is the work of the Holy Spirit to be with, to indwell, those who believe
in Jesus Christ as Lord and savior. Jesus himself described the work of the
Holy Spirit when he said to His disciples,
I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, that He may be
with you forever; that is the Spirit of truth…But the Helper, the Holy
Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, He will teach you all
things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you.57
The coming of the Holy Spirit in this deeply personal manner had long been
foretold and hoped for. Moses himself expressed the hope that the Spirit of God
would one day come to all believers, “Would [I wish] that all the Lord’s people
were prophets, that the Lord would put His Spirit upon them.”58 And the
Prophet Joel, in one of the more quoted passages of the Old Testament,
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declared, “I will pour out my Spirit in those days.”59 The Old and New
testaments proclaim the work of the Holy Spirit in the world. The Holy Spirit
was the energizing force in the creation of the world, the giving of life, and in
the renewal of the world at the end of days.60 Theologian Gordon Fee has aptly
written that the “Holy Spirit” is “God’s empowering presence.”61

I Believe in the Holy catholic church
Michael Bird has rightly remarked that the Apostle’s Creed “was written by the
church and for the church and even mentions the church as one of the main
beliefs of the [Christian] faith.”62 The word catholic means “universal” and did
not originally refer to the “Catholic church.” The use of the word to refer to the
Catholic church, headed in Rome, developed over the first two centuries after
Christ and was not commonly so used until end of the second century.63 Thus,
the Apostle’s Creed, as used by Christians who are not Catholic, refers to the
universal church, the body of all those who believe that Jesus Christ is the Son
of God and “the source of eternal salvation.”64
What is the church? Let us begin with what it is not. The church is not
the place where one goes once or twice a month on Sunday to be uplifted by
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music, conversation, or a good sermon. Unfortunately, many Christians have
this modern notion of church. And as many modern things are, this idea of
church is a pale imitation of God’s original intent. Michael Bird, again, has
superbly captured the true definition of the church:
…the church is the visible gathering of the faithful for the representation
of Christ’s presence to the world…the church is the people, not the
steeple. The church is not the pews nor the pulpit, not the podcasts nor
the programs…the church is not where we meet or what we do; it is who
we are.65
And there is power in the church. Jesus said “For where two or three have
gathered in my name, I am there in their midst. So Jesus is with the
community of believers in a more powerful way than He is with the one person.
Then too, He has promised that when we pray together in His will those
prayers will be answered in the affirmative.66 This leads to my final point
regarding the church. Christianity was never intended to be a solitary religion.
It is not the faith of the individualist. Christianity is a relationship with Jesus
Christ and the brothers and sisters one gains as a member of His church.
Cyprian of Carthage wrote in the third century, “He can no longer have God for
his father, who has not the church for his mother!” In short, “we go to church

65
66

Bird, What Christians Ought to Believe, 194.
Matthew 18: 19, 20.

to rehearse, to celebrate, and to better understand the drama of redemption
that reaches us in the gospel of Jesus Christ.”67

The Communion of Saints…
There was a time in the western world when Christianity was the dominant
world view and cultural force. That time has long since passed. Christians now
live in the so-called postmodern and post-Christian era. The prevailing world
view is secular and highly antagonistic to Christianity. People of this mindset
see Christians as, at best, quaintly odd, or, at worst, opposed to almost every
aspect of the modern view of life. Christians view sexual freedom as sin, believe
in an absolute right and wrong, are committed to personal responsibility for
one’s behavior as opposed to the state’s responsibility to see all human beings
conform to the prevailing ideology. Consequently, many modern people see
Christianity as one of the important, if not the primary, obstacles to achieving
the postmodern vision of conformity, a conformity they believe that is not only
moral, but also a utilitarian necessity. Ironically, this was precisely the
situation the early church faced as it confronted the deeply pagan Roman
empire. Christians at that time quite naturally found comfort in communion
amongst each other as they faced a hostile world. As it so happened, this
communion was more than a necessary expedient, it was commanded by Jesus
Christ himself. The Apostle Paul wrote, “For just as we have many members in
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one body and all the members do not have the same function, so we who are
many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.”68
Thus, the body of Christians believers is like a human body in which all of the
parts contribute to the whole. We each have our work to do as part of the
community of believers. And, of course, in times of persecution as these, we
comfort and strengthen each other against the trials that will come. One last
crucial point that is comforting if well understood. The body of believers is not
confined to the living but includes those who have died in Christ as well.

The Forgiveness of Sins…
Human beings object, at some basic level, when told that they are sinful. We
don’t want to hear it; we criticize pastors who insist on telling us we have
offended God. And yet, remove the doctrine that all human beings have sinned,
and one strikes at the vitals of Christianity, one proclaims the death of Christ a
waste, and His message a lie. For Christ died to save sinners, not the
righteous, and all human beings have sinned.69 Paul tells us in Romans that
the result of sin is both physical and spiritual death. The Apostle wrote, “For all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” and “…the wages [the result] of
sin is death.”70 But Jesus Christ, unaccountably loving human beings even in
their sin, has not left us to die. The very next line in Romans reads, “But the
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free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”71 The great question of
life, then, is: how does one obtain this free of gift salvation from Jesus Christ?
First, we must be willing to confess that we are sinners.72 This is why the evil
power of this world, known as Satan, works so hard to make that confession
repulsive to proud human beings. Satan knows that if we confess Jesus Christ
as Lord, he loses. After confessing our sins, we must proclaim the divinity, the
Lordship of Jesus of Christ. Paul again explains, “…that if you confess with
your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from
the dead, you will be saved.”73
It may be helpful to note that when healing human beings in His earthly
ministry, Jesus often said to those being healed that He had forgiven their sins,
not that they were healed.74 They could see or feel the healing, but Jesus
wanted them to know that His power to heal stemmed from the fact that He
was the Son of God; and also possessed the far more important power to forgive
sins. Healing the body was and is helpful to live a more comfortable and
productive life; forgiving sins leads to eternal life. Jesus made this clear to the
obstinate Pharisees when, having healed a paralytic by saying, “friend your
sins are forgiven you,” the Pharisees responded He had blasphemed for only
God can forgive sins. Jesus replied, “Which is easier, to say ‘Your sins have
been forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’? But, so that you may know
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that the Son of Man [Jesus] has authority on earth to forgive sins,” He told the
paralytic to get up [for he was healed] and go home.” The man did. And all who
saw this were astonished saying, “We have seen remarkable things today.” So,
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, has the authority to forgive sins. A life of faith
begins with a simple confession to Christ asking for help, for forgiveness of
sins. And if we do this, John tells us, “He is faithful and righteous to forgive us
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”75

The Resurrection of the body
The Bible asserts, and the Apostle’s Creed teaches, that one’s earthly body will
both die and one day be resurrected. Perhaps the most dramatic of the
Scriptures is Revelation 20:13, “And the sea gave up the dead which were in it,
and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them…” And, as we have
seen, the Lord Jesus himself physically rose from the dead; all four gospels
proclaim His earthly body was no longer in the tomb.76 And Paul said that the
resurrection of Jesus was the “first fruits of those who are asleep.”77 And in the
very next verses Paul tells us that all of us will be made alive again, “For as in
Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive.”78 Paul proclaims in
unmistakable language: “He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also
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give life to your mortal bodies…”79 But the resurrection of your mortal body is
just the beginning. That body will be transformed. In one of the more moving
passages Paul wrote, we learn our bodies were:
… sown a perishable body, it is raised an imperishable body; it is sown
in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in
power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.80
Though we will have a new body, our friends and family will recognize us. Paul
wrote in another of his poetic passages, and here the King James version is
unsurpassed, “For now I see through a glass darkly; but then [after my
resurrection] face to face: now I know in part. But then shall I know even as I
am known.”81
The doctrine of the resurrection of the body is why Christians preserve
the body after death for they know God is not finished with it. Pagans, not
Christians, burn the body for most of them have no faith in the resurrection of
the earthly body. Not surprisingly, as Christianity declines in the western world
there is a corresponding return to Pagan practices even if those so returning
are not aware of this phenomenon. Cremation in the last century has become
quite fashionable especially among those who reject the Christian faith.

79

Romans, 8:11.
I Corinthians 15: 42-44.
81
I Corinthians 13:12. Now I see through a glass darkly, as if I have dark sunglasses on, I do not see, I do
not understand the things of this world fully. But then, in heaven, the dark glasses will be removed, and I will both
see clearly, and understand fully.
80

And the life everlasting
In our attempt to understand eternal life, the first thing we must comprehend
is that mortal and fallen human beings cannot fully grasp the idea of “life
everlasting.” Indeed, this aspect of the Christian faith is often mocked and
ridiculed. Who among us has not seen heaven depicted as people riding about
on clouds with nothing to do? How boring. This childish depiction was intended
to be uninviting, unworthy of the trouble to get there. Incredibly, otherwise
intelligent people hold this view or something very close to it. But the
Scriptures are clear that heaven is a very solid place, where people in
resurrection bodies dwell. It is the place of the New Jerusalem, and the New
Jerusalem is the center of the renewed earth. Jesus reigns over this new earth
from this holy city, and those who have entered this new heaven and earth
serve the Lord there. 82 I believe resurrected Christians will have meaningful
work to do. It is important to understand that resurrection does not mean
omniscient or omnipotent. Only God is God. The resurrected Christians will
still have things to learn, the universe will still have need of care, just as the
Garden of Eden was to have been cared for by Adam and Eve.83 Yet we will
have time to rejoice, time to have fellowship with friends and family, and to
meet new friends. C.S. Lewis has even imagined that we be may reunited with
our beloved pets.84 Ultimately, these thoughts on heaven are a very pale
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representation of what heaven will be like. My limited intelligence cannot
behold or contain the majesty of God. How, then, could I, a mere mortal,
imagine the splendor of God’s dwelling place? Paul was right when he said,
“Now I see through a glass darkly…”85
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